Most explanatory systems in contemporary psychiatry are based on psychological concepts, such as disorders of emotions, or on neurobiological concepts, such as disturbances in various neurotransmitter systems. Recently, however, following the pioneer work of Panskepp, explanations in ethological (evolutionary) terms have been constructed. This approach sees certain psychiatric syndromes as deriving from ethological mechanisms, developed in our distant ancestors as reactions to specific threats that imparted survival benefits to the organism. These threats arose from predator pressure, co-specific conflicts and environmental dangers. In our less dangerous environment today the anachronistic survival of these mechanisms can cause trouble -in particular PTSD.
Chris Cantor's book gives an excellent and comprehensive account of this development. He starts with a brief but adequate account of the clinical features of PTSD and how this has only recently achieved DSM-IV status as a nosological entity. He then surveys traditional theories in psychopathology and neuroscience to account for it. He pays particular attention to Paul MacLean's concept of the triune brain and to the theory that many of the symptoms of PTSD are caused by activity in the 'reptilian brain ' over which the cortex has lost control. He details the essential neuroanatomy and neurochemistry of PTSD and presents his basic thesis that the illness results from an over-reaction of our normal mammalian vigilance and defensive mechanisms that are honed by selective pressure. Cantor views the important fact about emotions is not their subjective aspect but that they promote behavioural response patterns shaped by natural selection to offer selective advantages in particular situations.
The next section deals with a detailed description of the evolutionary development of defensive responses to predator threat, intraspecies conflict and environmental dangers, especially if severe, prolonged and/or inescapable. Six major strategies have evolved that include avoidance, the detection phase, escape phase and resistance. Four topics in particular are relevant to the connection between these reactions and the symptoms of PTSD :
' lessons learned in these circumstances must be remembered -even if this results in reexperiencing fear and stress out of context ; ' extended periods of high alert are necessaryeven if this results in over-arousal ; ' high-risk locations and activities must be avoided -even if this has negative effects on foraging and mating ; ' irritability and aggressive outbursts will result in intra-species stress as a means of trying to assert dominance -even if this results in social rejection.
In this chapter Cantor gives a detailed comparison between various ethological aspects of these behaviours in reptiles and mammals and the symptoms of PTSD. Every such adaptation has an important cost-benefit ratio that he explores. Successive subdivisions of this chapter deal with such features as 'vigilance, avoidance and attentive immobility ', 'withdrawal, aggressive defence and numbing ', 'the paradox of appeasement ' and 'tonic immobility as a last resort '. He supports his case by many clinical examples taken often from military or police case-records highlighted against many ethological descriptions of animal behaviours with particular attention to frozen immobility, irritability and outbursts of anger, emotional numbing and detachment, and various physiological reactions. The last chapter deals first with the problem, if PTSD confers (or once conferred) some survival advantage, why do we not all have it ? One explanation is genetic variability. Another involves an interesting discussion of 'hedonic ' (affiliative) and 'agonic ' (competitive) social behaviours from an ethological point of view. This involves a discussion of the ' Stockholm ' syndrome and the Patty Hearst case that illustrates how emotional bonds can form between kidnappers and the kidnapped.
Cantor says, in summary, that PTSD can be regarded as a disorder of vigilance and risk assessment in the context of six mammalian defences against danger, activated by different contexts including genetic and neuronal variance, perception, life histories, predicability, controllability and cost-benefit ratio considerations.
The book is well organized, well presented and well written. Cantor's arguments are cogent and persuasive. I hope it will stimulate all psychiatrists, both in the clinic and in their research, to consider ethological factors in their assessment of cases, not only of PTSD, but also of other psychiatric syndromes in which ethological factors may be relevant. However, ethology should be used to complement psychology and not to supplant it. Emotions still retain their key subjective importance. There is more to joy, grief and pain than the behaviour that accompanies them. Weighing in at 829 pages, this edition uses 110 fewer pages than its predecessor, a disciplined determination perhaps signalled by the darker sterner cover : great art of antiquity displaced by histology slides. There is also the intriguing matter of the re-ordering of editors. The overall structure remains recognizably similar, even retaining seven 'parts ' despite the addition of a short (25 pages) new part on Mild Cognitive Impairment. This little trick of adding one but staying the same is achieved by bracketing 'uncommon dementias ' with neuropsychiatric disorders.
Many chapters speak to the same headings as previously and are by the same eminent authors, but there are variations on the themes and new contributors who have become established as leaders in their fields. It is a splendid book ; very much a workbook rather than a bible, for it is not a static work for reference and inspiration, but a changing, living compilation which retains the essentials of understanding gained in the past and leads on through recent advances toward a vision of the future. German Berrios' superb historical overview sets the scene and sets the standard. It is not a problem to read on. Yet most will read individual chapters as their own work raises the need for help and clues on how to proceed with particular problems, be these in matters of clinical care or research. There are no areas of disappointment. The new chapter on quality of life within dementia from Betty Black and Peter Rabins will be welcomed. It addresses the issues and practical aspects of communication with people, damaged but not destroyed by their condition, in a positive and respectful way and will help others to do the same. This and longer established chapters on the softer side of living with and caring for dementia provide a satisfactory balance to the main emphasis, which is on the biological sciences and their contributions to understanding what goes wrong to produce dementia and what might be done to make it less likely or to put it right once it has begun. Chapters on the current state of services in 19 countries are of great interest, reflecting the importance of dementia throughout the world; even the poorer countries recognizing its impact on family life and the economy. It falls to Bill Pettit, writing from Primary Care in Manchester, England, to provide the only description of a comprehensive clinical perspective on individuals with dementia as it presents, progresses, and gives rise to interaction with informal and formal care and treatment agencies. A shift towards competent care within Primary Care, in those countries where specialist services have been first developed, represents a satisfying cycle of practice and values to set alongside the first steps being made in less 'advanced' countries. There remains a role for the specialist service and it may be that there should still be room for the sort of clinician's overview which Brice Pitt often contributed to define the context of a multi-faceted, in-depth, detailed review such as this. But that is just a thought, as is a note that consideration of spiritual aspects of living with dementia might figure in the 2009 edition.
This is an important a thoroughly commendable volume, offered at a very reasonable price. Every medical and university library must have a copy, as will every research group and most clinicians who are seriously engaged in dementia care. Genetic literacy is increasingly difficult to maintain in this period of rapidly developing genetic methods and findings. This is especially true for mental health professionals who deal with complex and not single gene disorders, where the environment remains an important target of treatment. Michael Rutter, the United Kingdom's gift to world psychiatric excellence deals with this issue head-on in an amazingly readable and highly accurate book about genes and behavior. A special feature of his writing is his anticipation of the reader's unfamiliarity with the terms and the italicized explanation immediately following technical terms, e.g. polymorphic trait markers (meaning they took several forms that varied from individual to individual). The reader can maintain his train of thought without skipping to a glossary. This is very nice.
Recognizing the skepticism of his readers he begins the book with controversial genetic questions and answers about fraud, eugenics, discrimination, conflict of interest, etc. He moves to the accomplishments of genetics since the mid-19th century garden peas experiments of Gregor Mendel. He describes the Nobel Prizewinning events of the Watson and Crick double helix, and Sanger's sequence of nucleotides in DNA strands. He misses the Nirenberg deciphering of the genetic code which came in between. He describes the subsequent human genome project, which rested on these discoveries in the 1990s and the new research on protein interactions, Proteomics. Those in the field will already have added to this list. As a perspective on the progress he notes as a medical student in the early 1950s that the number of chromosomes was unknown.
These dazzling accomplishments do not distract the author from describing the importance of the environment throughout the book and in a chapter, ' Environmentally mediated risks '. Most other genetics books hardly deal with this part. The chapters on ' Patterns of inheritance ' and 'What genes do ' are straightforward explanations of genetics, but again with the italicized explanation, e.g. parental consanguinity (meaning that the mother and father are biologically related to each other). The reading is easy. The illustrations are all from psychiatry but the methods are universal.
Rutter's point of view is best stated by him : 'Genetic evangelists have been problematic in both their suggestion of a much more directly deterministic effect of genes than is warranted by the evidence, and by their earlier dismissal of environmental influences … Equally, psychosocial evangelists have been problematic in their disregard of genetic influences, and their focus on the workings of the mind without attention to the functioning of the brain. Fortunately, the top exponents in both fields do not show this blinkered vision and it seems likely that the absurd polarizations of the past are just that -part of history and not of the future. ' (p. 234) .
This book is a gem.
